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And Finally …

Blending In
All the News That’s Fit to Print
Michael Simonson

E

ven the New York Times agrees. In a
recent Business section article about
success in online courses, the Times
wrote that “The instructional ingredients
of success include … short videos of 6 minutes or less, interspersed with interactive
drills and texts; online forums where students share problems and suggestions; and
online mentoring and tutoring” (“Online
Courses,” 2020). The Times got it right.
Recent events have propelled the concept of online learning into the forefront of
thinking in education and training. Faceto-face instruction, the standard approach
for comparison to other techniques, was
stopped, and may not soon return to what
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it once was. Face-to-face instruction has
been put on hold and replaced by a new
approach and term—remote teaching.
Certainly, those in the distance education
field for any length of time know that
remote teaching really refers to distance
education, or one of the widely used subcategories of distance education, such as virtual
schooling, online learning, or elearning. As
a matter of fact, for years leaders in distance
education have advocated, lobbied, even
demanded that educational and training
organizations incorporate some level of distance education. Distance education is
defined as “institutionally-based, formal
education, where the learning group is separated, and where interactive telecommunications systems are used to connect learners,
instructors, and resources (Simonson &
Seepersaud, 2019 p. 1).
One issue that has limited the impact of
distance education is the dichotomy separating face-to-face instruction from distance education. Actually, the two forms of
teaching and learning are better considered as ends of a continuum, with most
education and training existing somewhere along this continuum. Almost all
face-to-face instruction is at least a little
online, if only for access to resources, and
most online environments have some commitment to people meeting people, if only
via synchronous videoconferences.
Recent events have changed things,
obviously. First, most if not all traditional
instruction was stopped and replaced with
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And Finally … continued from page 80
remote teaching. After months of going
remote, schools and organizations have
begun to explore moving back along the
continuum towards face-to-face teaching
and learning. As the “return to school”
movement began, new terms were introduced—new at least to nondistance educators—terms such as blended instruction,
flipped instruction, and blend-flex.
Blended instruction (also referred to as
hybrid) has been a widely used approach
for decades. Schlosser and Burmeister
wrote about the “Best of Both Worlds” in
1999 when they described the blended
approach used at Nova Southeastern University. Basically, blended instruction
means that some portion of a class is faceto-face, and some is delivered at a distance.
Recently, two approaches for blended
instruction have emerged—attendance
blending and instructional blending.
Attendance blending means that some
students will attend face-to-face and some
will attend online, or at a distance. Often it
is the student’s choice how they attend,
and students may attend differently from
class session to class session.
Instructional blending means that some
instruction is presented in the traditional
classroom and some is delivered remotely.
While the decision how to blend the
delivery could be the instructor’s decision,
the institution—school, college, or organization—often decides. Organizations that
want to promote the idea of residential
learning are likely to require the instructor
to be in the classroom with however many
students choose to attend there.
Within the idea of blending instruction
there are four subcategories. The first is traditional blending where there are regularly
scheduled class sessions with some delivered in the classroom and some offered
remotely.
Staggered blending refers to having students grouped, with one group attending

the classroom on certain days or certain
times and the second group attending different days or times. Students are clustered
into teams such as the morning section, and
afternoon section, or the “robins” and the
“blue jays.” If classes are divided and
instruction is staggered it is a good idea to
partner students with one from each staggered group. This model is often called the
“bring the students back to campus model.”
Cluster blending means traditional
instruction is delivered to the entire class at
one time, and at another time students
learn at a distance. This is called the “going
to camp model” because campers often
work all year on activities then polish or
apply those skills in a summer camp.
A slight modification of cluster blending
is called reverse blending when students
attend face-to-face at the beginning, or at
the end, of the term and spend the interterm weeks being taught at a distance.
Naturally, blending is not easy, especially for new instructors. Scheduling,
record-keeping, and instructional design
are important. The college instructional
designer, and the school media specialist
are critical to the success of blending teaching. The first stop for instructors wanting
to be successful blenders and to improve is
to meet with and follow the guide of their
local instructional designer.
And finally, as the New York Times said in
a headline, “Online courses, once a flash in
the pan, are booming under lockdown.”
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